This study investigates head teachers' perspectives of the school dropout problem at public secondary schools in rural Punjab, Pakistan. The study is based on qualitative methods and included interviews to collect primary data. Sixteen districts of the Punjab where secondary school dropout rate is above 20% were purposively selected for the study. The findings indicate that-other than some socioeconomic and individual factors-different exam patterns at primary, elementary, and secondary levels; easy promotion policy in early classes; English medium syllabus; substandard educational background of students; high failure rate in class 9; and top-down pressures on teachers to perform nonacademic duties are major causes of children dropping out from school. The findings of the study suggest that only through implementation of a socio-culturally compatible syllabus-a corresponding examination system for all levels-allowing students to repeat class 9 in case they fail, setting teachers free from nonteaching duties and providing extra financial support to economically underprivileged students can significantly prevent school dropout at secondary level. The study further argues that easy promotion policy in early classes may retain more children at school but it causes high rates of dropout from secondary classes.
complete compulsory-level schooling before attaining their legal school age. Schargel and Smink (2014) distinguished three types of dropouts: those who are leaving or have left school were referred to as dropouts; those who are in school but detach themselves from learning were described as tune-outs; and those who are suspended or expelled were termed force-out. They further argued that the first category is easily categorized, but the tune-outs are not obviously identifiable, whereas the force-outs are considered troublemakers both inside and outside school. Some alternative terms for dropout are: early school leaving (Dekkers & Claassen, 2001; Smyth & Hattam, 2002) ; disengagement (Rumberger, 1987) ; and exclusion (T. Lee & Breen, 2007; UNICEF, 2013) .
There is no universal or unanimous definition of school dropout (Natriello, 1987) . This is a highly contextual concept. A child may stop schooling for a certain time period or may never return to school. If he or she is willing to resume schooling at some time in the future, would this be called a dropout? What is the guarantee that he or she would resume formal schooling after dropping out? In the same way, there are differences in basic or primary schooling between countries, and the varied education systems make it harder to establish a common definition of a school dropout. Nonetheless, it is an established fact that early school leaving is intensifying the problem of out-of-school children around the world.
This study explored the dropout problem from public secondary schools through head teachers' perspectives in rural Pakistan. The head teachers are answerable to education authorities for low enrollment and high dropout, increasing failure rates, utilizing funds and involving community members in school affairs. They remain engaged in managing school and staff, developing relations with local people and interacting with officials who ultimately design policies. Therefore, the head teachers are in a better position to understand and describe the dropout problem with reference to broader social and policy perspectives. The study addressed two basic research questions:
1. What are head teachers' views on why some students quit schooling during secondary classes? 2. How can the issue of dropping out be addressed effectively?
The article is divided into six sections. The first section provides a brief background to the issue of out-of-school children in an international context. The second section describes problems of school dropout in Pakistan and sets a rationale for selecting the province of Punjab for the study. The third section reviews the relevant literature on school dropout. The fourth section explores the methodology and research process. The fifth section discusses the findings of the study; and the sixth section concludes the findings and suggests policy measures to prevent children from dropping out.
THE PROBLEM OF SCHOOL DROPOUT IN PAKISTAN
According to the Pakistan Economic Survey 2012-2013, the total population of the country is 184.35 million (69.87 million urban and 114.48 million rural). Out of the total population, 61.21 million are aged between 5 and 19; with young people making up the major part of society (Ministry of Finance, 2014) . Pakistan is also a signatory of the World Conference on Education for All, 1990; the Dakar World Education Forum, 2000; the Millennium Development Goal, 2000 and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989 (UNICEF, 2013 . The country has declared its constitutional responsibility to provide free and compulsory education to children aged five to 16. According to Article 25-A of the 18th Constitutional Amendment, 2010: "The State shall provide free and compulsory education to all children of the age of five to sixteen years in such a manner as may be determined by law" (National Assembly of Pakistan, 2012, p. 15 ). This suggests that the state has taken responsibility to retain all children at school until they complete their secondary education at the age of 16. Thus, school dropouts in Pakistan are defined as those who leave before completing compulsory schooling with the intention to never to reenroll at the same or another equivalent formal institution.
There is a huge gap between Pakistan's official commitments to educating every child until secondary level and the actual outcomes of school completion rates. The country not only has the second highest number of out-of-school children in the world, but it also has a comparatively high dropout rate at an international level (Sawada, 1997) . The problem of school dropout is serious in Pakistan as this phenomenon is visible at all school levels; rates vary from class to class and year to year throughout elementary education, but the dropout rate has been consistent at secondary schooling level for the last 10 years. According to the Academy of Educational Planning and Management (AEPAM), total enrollment numbers in class 1 was 2,678,433 in 1999-2000, but only 27% of children remained until class 10 in 2008 (AEPAM, 2011 ). Similarly, in 2000 -2001 ,058 children enrolled in class 1 and only 27% reached class 10 in -2010 (AEPAM, 2012 . In 2001-2002, the total enrollment in class 1 was 2,687,703 but only 27% went on to class 10 in 2010-2011, i.e., 63% children dropped out before completing compulsory secondary education (AEPAM, 2013) . At present, out of the total enrollment in public schools, only 27% of students were enrolled until class 10 in Pakistan. These are alarming figures for the government and educational policymakers. The dropout rate is higher for secondary school children aged 14-16, compared to elementary level aged 11-13 students and primary-level students aged 6-10 across the country. According to the Annual Status of Education Report (ASER), dropout rate at secondary level is 7.8% in urban areas and 14.5% in rural areas (ASER, 2014) . Considering the educational challenges faced by the local community, this study is aimed at understanding the reasons for the high dropout rate at secondary level from the perspective of head teachers.
Punjab, Sindh, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, and Baluchistan are the four provinces of Pakistan. Punjab has been selected for the study because it is the most populous province of the country. According to Pakistan Standards and Living Measurement 2010-2011, the overall literacy rate in the province is 60%; for boys it is 70% and for girls 51% (Pakistan Bureau of Statistics, 2011). The province of Punjab is divided into 36 districts: Lahore and Multan have been classified as urban and the remaining 34 districts come under the rural category (ASER, 2014) . Considering that Punjab is the most populous province of the country, it also bears a higher number of outof-school children, compared to the other provinces. Table 1 shows the numbers of out-of-school children aged 14-16 in rural Punjab in 2013. Table 1 shows the district breakdown percentages of never-enrolled and dropped-out children of secondary school age (classes 9 & 10) in rural Punjab. The table reveals that the dropout rate at secondary level is pervasive across the province. This rate is highest in the district of Lodhran (30.6%); and the rate is above 20% in 16 districts. It is at the lowest level in Rawalpindi (4.5%), which is adjacent to the capital territory of Islamabad where the rural areas are more developed compared to the other regions. This could be a possible reason for the lower dropout rate. The high dropout rate indicates that Pakistan is less able to meet Clause 1(e) of Article 28 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. This Article requires all signatories to reduce school dropout rates. Dropping out from school causes a loss of the resources a state invests in its human capital development. Economically less developed countries like Pakistan have rarely had any alternate education and training programmes for school dropouts. Henceforth, the children who fail to complete secondary schooling face socioeconomic consequences in their future lives.
Children and young people make up a large component of Pakistani society. Completing compulsory schooling can contribute to individual well-being and to the socioeconomic development of local areas and the country as a whole. If students do not complete secondary education, they will have fewer future economic opportunities and the government's investment in their schooling goes to waste (Sabates, Akyeampong, Westbrook, & Hunt, 2011) . Dropping out from school can have negative effects on children and on local communities (Maton & Moore, 2010) . Dropouts may become involved in criminal activity if they are not attending school. Kronick and Hargis (1990) argue that it causes unemployment, physical/mental health problems, and a higher crime rate. It also generates psychological problems such as the sense of losing self-esteem in society and the fear of fewer career opportunities in the future (H. B. Kaplan, 1983) . Evidence has shown also that dropped-out adults are more likely to use drugs (Mensch & Kandel, 1988) . Women or girls are more affected by this phenomenon, as it reduces their chances of employment and further educational opportunities (Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack, & Rock, 1986 ) and pushes them toward early motherhood (Mahler, 1999) , bringing psychological and financial challenges (H. B. Kaplan, 1983) .
SCHOOL DROPOUT IN THE LITERATURE: TEACHERS' AND HEAD
TEACHERS' PERSPECTIVES Rumberger and Lim (2008) reviewed 25 years of research on school dropout in the United States of America and analyzed 302 studies published on this issue by local and national institutions. They identified that the main factors associated with the dropout phenomenon were individual characteristics such as performance, behavior, attitude, and background; institutional characteristics like family structure, resources, and practices; and the school composition, its resources, structural features and policies. J. L. Kaplan and Luck (1977) argue that, "The dropout phenomenon is fundamentally rooted in the material and intangible conditions of poverty" (p. 45).
For the purpose of our current study, only findings from empirical research that included teachers and head teachers' perspectives have been included in the literature review. Generally, there is little published work on school dropout in Pakistan. This study examines a marginalized field of inquiry with respect to the reasons so many children and young people drop out from public secondary schools in Pakistan.
As stated earlier, research that has investigated the dropout phenomenon at secondary schools in Pakistan is largely missing. Hence, the literature review is based on studies conducted in other countries. In an international context, some empirical studies attempt to capture the dropout problem from schools through indirectly observing the behavior of school staff members; some others explore teachers' and head teachers' perspectives directly by asking questions (Abuya, Onsomu, & Moore, 2012; Al-Hroub, 2014; Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2007; Dakwa, Chiome, & Chabaya, 2014; Meyers & Houssemand, 2011; Munsaka, 2011; Seidu & Adzahlie-Mensah, 2010) . Evidence from this literature shows that the teachers and head teachers do not tend to believe that teaching practices and the school culture push some students to leave early. Instead, they hold individuals, parents, and other social factors responsible for children dropping out (Patterson, Hale, & Stessman, 2007; Seidu & Adzahlie-Mensah, 2010; Smyth & Hattam, 2002) . And yet, it has been shown that students who come from disadvantaged and economically underprivileged backgrounds are often unable to meet the standards of an aggressive school culture that sets high disciplinary standards for them (Smyth & Hattam, 2002) . As a result, young people often leave school early. "If a school culture does not accept or respect the familial cultures of students and address the effective needs of students, reform efforts are not likely to improve academic performance or increase graduation rates" (Patterson et al., 2007, p. 12) .
Although teachers generally did not recognize their role in the dropout problem, Seidu and Adzahlie-Mensah (2010) observed that this, along with other issues-absenteeism, late arrival at school, punishing students with a cane, wasting teaching hours in gossip, and poor teaching practices-were all factors that contributed to the dropout problem in three rural Ghanaian schools. Teachers at schools with fewer dropouts appear to be more professional in their appearance, attitude, supervision, and engagement with children, as compared to those schools that have a high dropout rate (Christle et al., 2007) . The positive relationship between students and teachers potentially lowers the dropout rate, yet to a large extent opportunities for building positive teacherstudent relationships depends on the organizational and structural characteristics of schools (V. E. Lee & Burkam, 2003) . Dakwa et al. (2014) studied poverty-related causes for girls dropping out from school in rural Zimbabwe through teachers' and head teachers' perspectives. The researchers found that poverty and health problems such as HIV and AIDS were the main reasons for dropping out. Other contributory factors included: inappropriate peer group, a negative attitude toward education, early marriages, a poor attitude in and outside of school, an unfriendly school environment, practices of corporal punishment, and contradictions between formal schooling and religious beliefs. Although HIV and AIDS are not dropout risk factors in rural Pakistan, there is widespread fear of diseases such as dengue fever, which may influence young people's decisions about dropping out. Ahmad et al. (2014) reported a positive relationship between corporal punishment and dropping out through their survey study of 300 primary school teachers in the Peshawar division of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan. Seidu and Adzahlie-Mensah (2010) also reported that the teachers acknowledged that physical punishment was not a useful approach to keeping students in school because it was having a negative effect on students' attendance. Some children stopped schooling because of fear of corporal punishment.
Other studies have shown that conflicts between school and home values can contribute to school dropout problems (Dakwa et al., 2014) ; as can a desire to earn money over the cost of schooling , high school fees, poverty (Khan, Azhar, & Shah, 2011; ; child labor, low socioeconomic status, grade repetition, overcrowded classes, inadequate counselling services, early marriages, and the lack of parental involvement in schooling (Abuya et al., 2013; Al-Hroub, 2014; Bridgeland, 2010; G. A. Khan et al., 2011; Munsaka, 2011) . Seidu and Adzahlie-Mensah (2010) found that the need for children to travel long distances to schools in rural Ghana was a further cause of dropping out. In Khan and colleagues' 2011 study of school dropout in Pakistan, teachers reported that migration, age factors and lack of students' interest in studies all contributed to school dropout problems.
The available literature on school dropout in Pakistan is very limited. Existing studies on the issue have mostly been conducted by international researchers, who used household survey data to draw conclusions on school access, household characteristics and school dropout (Alderman, Behrman, Khan, Ross, & Sabot, 1996; Alderman, Orazem, & Paterno, 2001; Behrman, Ross, & Sabot, 2008; Bilquees & Saqib, 2004; Burney & Irfan, 1991; Hazarika, 2001; Holmes, 2003 ; S. R. Khan, Siddiqui, & Hussain, 1987; King, Orazem, & Paterno, 2008; Lloyd, Mete, & Grant, 2009; Sawada & Loksbin, 2001; Sawada & Lokshin, 2009 ). Qualitative research on the school dropout problem is largely missing from the existing literature in Pakistan, particularly at secondary education level. This study is an attempt to fill the knowledge gap in this area.
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This section is concerned with the methodological considerations employed in this research that focused on 16 rural districts of Punjab as case studies. Quantitative inquiry largely presents the researcher's point of view, whereas a qualitative methodology mostly seeks participants' perceptions (Bryman, 2012) . Furthermore, qualitative research probes into a social or human problem and the researcher "seeks to listen to informants and build a picture based on their ideas" (Creswell, 1994, p. 21) . In this study, the issue of school dropout was considered from the perspectives of head teachers; therefore, a qualitative research approach was the most appropriate method. Creswell (1994) further describes the qualitative paradigm as "an inquiry process of understanding a social or human problem, based on building a complex, holistic picture, formed with words, reporting detailed views of informants, and conducting in a natural setting" (p. 4).
Teachers with experience of running or managing schools are better able to understand the dropout problem. Thus, exploring their views and perspectives is relevant and significant in understanding the school withdrawal phenomenon in rural Punjab.
In the study, 16 rural districts of Punjab were selected for investigation where the dropout rate at secondary level was above 20%. From the sampled districts, one male and one female head teacher was approached for interview from each district. School selection was based on two criteria: they were located in a remote rural area and the head teachers were available and willing to be interviewed. Initially, the total number of participants was 32 (16 male and 16 female head teachers).
The study used telephone interview methods to collect the data, the rationale being to include all the diverse geographical locations of the sampled districts (Berg & Lune, 2013 )-travelling around 16 districts and approaching head teachers in 32 villages would not have been an easy task, especially given the remote locations of some of the schools. Furthermore, it was decided that telephone interviews would generate sufficient data relevant to the questions on the dropout problem. In addition, telephone interviews overcame obstacles relating to the participation of female head teachers in face-to-face interviews-because of cultural sensitivities, some female head teachers refused to be interviewed face-to-face. Thus, the advantages of using telephone interviews outweighed some of the disadvantages-the potential to miss verbal clues, facial expressions, body language, and so on. However, telephone interview methods are useful when questions have already been specified in a semistructured format (Berg & Lune, 2013) . Therefore, to make best use of the telephone interviews, the researcher (first author) prepared a set of semistructured questions in advance. Nevertheless, he experienced that it was difficult to develop a social rapport with most of the rural female head teachers, even over the phone.
RESEARCH PROCESS
Sixteen sampled districts in Punjab where the secondary school dropout rate was above 20% were identified. Following comprehensive searches of the education profile of each district included in the sample (via the School Education Department of the Government of the Punjab website and from the researchers' own knowledge and further investigations of the schools in each area), one school from each subdivision was selected. Thus, the final sample comprised 32 schools (16 boys and 16 girls) and one informant (only the head teacher) from each school was approached to participate in the study. In this way, the total informants consisted of 32 head teachers (16 men and 16 women).
Previous qualitative studies on school dropout are limited to one particular community or geographical area, and investigate the dropout problem within certain communal contexts or locations. Their samples of study are also limited to only two to four schools (i.e., Abuya et al., 2013; Al-Hroub, 2014; Dakwa et al., 2014; Munsaka, 2011; Seidu & Adzahlie-Mensah, 2010 ). By contrast, this study covers multiple locations and a larger number of schools, and thus provides a clearer picture of the dropout problem at secondary level compared to previous research studies.
Out of 16 female head teachers, only six agreed to a telephone interview. Some female head teachers were not willing to be interviewed. Thus, the final informants of the study consisted of 22 head teachers (16 men and 6 women).
A template was used to enable the researcher (first author) to listen and take notes during the telephone interviews, listing some of the established reasons for school dropout, and also allowing the researcher to elicit further information to develop a contextual understanding of the problem and, specifically, to explore reasons for dropout which had not been identified in previous studies.
Old and new themes were coded (thematically) separately. It is important to note that girls' high schools are managed and run only by female head teachers and boys' schools by male head teachers. Accordingly, head teachers' perspectives on school dropout were gender-specific and these data were recorded and analysed separately. A manual coding scheme was used to crossmatch the old and new themes and to analyse the entire data set. Table 2 shows responses of male and female head teachers according to the questions asked about reasons for school dropout. The responses are reported in percentage. Where all participants gave the same response, it is indicated by 100%. Thus, a percentage strategy is adopted while recording perspectives of the respondents. Here, it is significant to mention that each of the male and female head teachers had more than 15 years of teaching experience.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
In the next section, male and female head teachers' perspectives of the secondary school dropout problem in rural Punjab are discussed separately.
Female Head Teachers' Perspectives on the Dropout Problem
As Table 2 shows, female head teachers described a range of reasons why children and young people drop out of secondary school.
Although the government provides free books and a Rs.200 ($2) stipend per month to elementary and secondary students, this support was not considered sufficient by female head teachers What are the reasons for pupils dropping out of secondary school?
• Poverty (100%)
• Poverty (80%)
• Illiterate parents (60%) • Lack of parental involvement/interest (80%) • Parental lack of awareness of importance of schooling (70%)
• Lack of motivation (60%)
• Lack of parental interest (80%)
• Impact of peer group (60%) • Different exam patterns (100%)
• Limited prospects of employment (70%) • English medium syllabus (100%)
• Varied examination systems (100%) • Poor academic background (100%)
• Easy promotion policy in early classes (100%) • Large number of siblings-that require looking after (60%)
• English medium syllabus (100%)
• Early marriages (10%)
• Influence of private schools (40%) • Limited job prospects (50%)
• Trends of Madrasah education (20%) • Unnecessary official pressure on teachers (100%)
• Over-crowded classes (60%)
• Long distances to schools or exam centers (20%)
• Child labour-need for children to work (40%)
• Household chores -pressure to engage in domestic work at home (40%)
• Poor educational background (90%)
• Failure in class 9 (100%) • Too much supervision and monitoring of teachers (100%) • Excessive nonacademic paper work (100%) • Uncaring/harsh attitude of teachers (40%) • "Soft" official policies for absentee/trouble maker students (70%) • Impact of a feudal system in remote areas (40%) How can the issue of dropping out be addressed effectively?
• By providing some extra financial support to girls and their parents (100%)
• By abolishing easy pass policy in primary and elementary classes (100%)
• Introducing unanimous examination system from primary to secondary classes (100%)
• Medium of instruction shall be the choice of students rather than imposing on them (100%)
• Free text books should be provided in Urdu and English (100%)
• Setting teachers free from nonteaching duties (100%). • Setting teachers free from nonteaching duties (100%).
• Allowing students to repeat class 9 in case they fail (100%) • Unnecessary supervision and monitoring of teachers should be stopped (100%) • Extra funds should be provided to prevent dropping out (100%) for girls who were living in poverty to continue with their schooling. One head teacher from Muzzafar Garh reported: Some girls are not even able to pay the Rs.20 ($0.20) monthly tuition fee, and they have to work in the fields along with their parents to contribute to the household economy for the cost of their schooling. This badly affects their studies and eventually they drop out of school.
Furthermore, aggregate household poverty is a big hindrance to girls' education. Another female head teacher from Bhawal Pur district reported: "The monthly stipend they receive from the government is usually used by the parents to buy the necessities of life, instead of spending it on their children's schooling." A head teacher from Multan district also identified this problem. She contended:
If the board exam centers are set up in another village or a nearby urban area, some parents cannot afford the cost of transportation or simply do not allow their daughters to go to remote exam centers on their own.
A big family is a common occurrence in rural areas; many girls have to look after their younger siblings after school and when their parents are at work. According to the female head teachers, excessive involvement in household chores and caring for siblings negatively affects girls' academic performance and their ability to attend school regularly; as a result, they often drop out of school. The previous studies on school dropout with teachers and head teachers' perspective also establish poverty, illiterate parents, lack of awareness, lack of parental interest, substandard academic performance, a large number of siblings, early marriages, remote schools, household chores, and caring for younger siblings as the main causes of school dropout for girls in underdeveloped areas of the world (i.e., Abuya et al., 2013; Al-Hroub, 2014; Bridgeland, 2010; Dakwa et al., 2014; G. A. Khan et al., 2011; Munsaka, 2011; Seidu & Adzahlie-Mensah, 2010; . However, an English-medium syllabus, varied examination patterns, easy promotion policy of the government, failure in class 9, and unnecessary official pressure on teachers emerged as new reasons for school dropout at secondary level in rural areas of Punjab.
All the female head teachers in this study reported that the government had provided science and maths books in English, as it had decreed that science subjects should be taught in English. However, staff members and students were not prepared to teach or learn in English, and the introduction of an English syllabus was causing many girls to drop out. This new official policy did not match with the local culture and domestic learning environment. Although the government recruited some fresh graduates to meet the English teaching requirements in schools, they were not sufficient to cover all the classes. Rural students speak regional languages and it is often even difficult for them to learn in their national language (Urdu); English is too difficult for them. The students have the choice in board exams to take the paper either in Urdu or English, but the government has provided free books to secondary students only in English, so there is a clear distinction between policy and practice. One head teacher from Rajan Pur district asserted: "The poor students who cannot buy their own books in Urdu struggle with the English syllabus provided free of cost from the government and ultimately fail in exams, which cause them to drop out." All the female head teachers reported that the failure rate was very high in class 9. In Pakistan, class 9 and 10 exams are separately conducted by the authorized secondary boards, and most of the students leave school after failing in class 9. This failure is an indication that they will not be able to complete the secondary school certificate and consequently dropout.
Thus, providing free textbooks and a Rs.200 monthly stipends to girls is not the only answer to the dropout problem at secondary level in rural Punjab, as they have other educational needs linked to culture and social conditions, and currently the government is not meeting these additional needs. Families also need more financial support to meet the hidden costs of schooling. All the female head teachers agreed that some extra financial support to girls and their parents could significantly reduce pupil dropout at secondary level.
The cultural contexts of early marriages of girls in rural Punjab are somewhat different from those reported by Munsaka (2011 ) in Zambia or Al-Hroub (2014 in Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon, where parents are tempted by financial gains from bridegrooms. In most parts of Pakistan, and particularly in Punjab, parents offer a dowry to the suitors of their daughters. The female head teachers said that most of the parents arranged early marriages for their daughters for religious reasons, believing that once the girls reach the age of puberty, they must get married.
Female head teachers also identified that nonofficial duties imposed on teachers by the government were contributing to the dropout problem. The government sets target for universal primary and secondary school enrollments, where teachers are required to visit door-to-door to convince parents to send their children to school. This requirement meant that many teachers spent a great deal of their time on community motivation activities, collecting data on out-of-school children in the area and recording their field activities on a daily basis, rather than teaching in school. Three different government departments continuously monitor school and staff progress, and if teachers cannot meet the academic and enrollment targets, their promotion and increments are stopped. Teachers' extra work (in communities, visiting parents, etc.) often came at the cost of their teaching activities and focus on their in-school students; as a result, some students failed their exams and ultimately dropped out of school.
All the head teachers interviewed proposed strategies for preventing school dropout, such as making more money available to help girls from economically underprivileged families to attend and stay in school, introducing similar examination patterns from primary to secondary classes, giving students a choice of selecting their medium of instruction and making teachers free from non-teaching official duties.
Male Head Teachers' Perspectives on the School Dropout Problem
Fourteen out of the 16 male head teachers contended that poverty was the main reason for school dropout at secondary level in rural Punjab. However, two had somewhat different opinions, arguing that it was not poverty, but children's attitudes toward education, which was the main problem. One of them reported that he had observed dropped out children and their parents using costly mobile phones, and argued that if they could afford expensive mobile phones they could also meet schooling costs but, according to this particular head teacher, children and parents did not have the right attitude toward education. The other head teacher made similar comments and blamed the parents and children who were not interested in education; rather, it was argued, they were making poverty an excuse for leaving school. However, their definition of poverty was limited and they measured it only by mobile phone usage when it is clear that poverty is multidimensional and cannot be judged through the possession of gadgets.
As Table 2 shows, apart from poverty, the male head teachers reported various reasons for pupil dropout at secondary school.
Almost all the head teachers were critical of the different examination systems at primary, elementary and secondary levels. The Punjab Examination Commission (PEC) conducts exams for classes 5 (primary) and 8 (elementary), whereas divisional boards for intermediate and secondary education organize exams for secondary and higher secondary school certificates. The head teachers maintained that the PEC widely use objective type questions in exams. Moreover, it promotes students to next level who obtain an overall 20% mark or even fail in two to three subjects. An examination system that consists of short answers badly affects students' reading and writing abilities and they cannot develop the necessary academic capability for secondary level education. Some teachers also take this easy promotion government policy for granted and do not work sufficiently hard to teach the students.
On the other hand, secondary school boards rely on a subjective examination system and observe a strict passing policy. At secondary level, it is compulsory for children to achieve a 33% mark in each subject to get a pass. If the student did not achieve advanced writing skills in their primary and elementary classes, they were less able to meet the requirements of secondary exams. Thus, a soft promotion policy in early classes and variations in the examination system cause a large number of students to drop out during secondary education.
The English-medium syllabus is another factor associated with failure in classes 9 and 10. The female and male head teachers were largely agreed that students at risk of underperforming could not cope with books in English and thus, often dropped out of school; inconsistent government policies on the medium of education were also criticised by the head teachers during interview. For example, 5 years ago the government introduced a policy to teach math and science subjects in English even at primary level across Punjab, but it did not produce the desired results. The government has recently changed this policy and now from class one to three all subjects are being taught in Urdu. The male head teachers were also of the view that the English medium syllabus was not meeting the social, cultural, and domestic environment of the children, and this was a further reason given for children dropping out of school. They also shared the feelings of the female head teachers regarding excessive and unnecessary monitoring of teachers and using them in non-academic activities outside of school.
Some male head teachers also complained about lack of staff and overcrowded classes. Discussing these issues during interview, one head teacher from the Pakpattan district said: I am running a high school from class one to tenth. In primary section, I have 500 enrolled children, but only two teachers. How two teachers can teach 500 students? Total enrollment at school is 700 and I have 10 teachers. I have to engage elementary teachers in the primary section. In this exercise, elementary students miss their lessons on daily basis, which ultimately affect their studies and they fail in exams. This failure leads them to drop out. Some head teachers reported that the influx of low-quality private schools in rural areas was also contributing to the dropout problem at secondary level in the public sector. One head teacher from Khanewal district reported:
Most of the low-quality private schools recruit untrained teachers and do not have enough academic facilities, as well as manipulating the examination system and following easy promotion policies to improve their results. When the students from low-profile private institutions move to public schools for secondary education, they fail to show progress and eventually drop out.
Public schools have no prescribed admissions policy. They have to accept all students without taking admissions tests and regardless of children's educational background. Some government policies also play a part in the dropout problem at secondary level. For example, teachers' promotions and increments are based on examination results and meeting enrollment targets. One head teacher from the Sialkot district explained: I had to struggle hard to meet the enrollment targets for my school as it took me a long time to develop social relations with the local community and win their trust. Although I was promoted to a higher official grade because of his performance, I was transferred to a remote area. This relocation disturbed my family and discouraged me from working hard. If I do not meet the enrollment targets at the new location, I could be demoted in the future.
Almost all the head teachers reported that the government was mainly focusing on enrollment, whereas there was no policy in place to prevent dropout. The teachers were held responsible for enrollment and retention, even though they did not have access to official and community support to meet enrollment and retention targets. They had to work as community motivators instead of teaching at school and felt that it was not their job to knock on every door in the area and convince parents to send their children to school; their job, they said, was to perform teaching duties at school. The head teachers reported that sometimes parents become irritated when visited over and again by teachers sent to check up on them and monitor their children's attendance at school. Some head teachers also contended that under the immense official pressure of producing good results and keeping the failure rate at the lowest level, some schools intentionally encouraged students at risk not to sit the board exams and instead to apply as a private candidate. The boards of intermediate and secondary education allow students to take exams either as a regular or a private student. Students of public and officially recognized/affiliated schools are considered to be regular candidates, whereas private candidates have no formal association with any school; rather they take board exams on an individual basis. The majority of private candidates are dropouts, and a small number of them consist of students from non-formal institutions or who study privately. There are nine exam boards in Punjab, namely Rawalpindi, Lahore, Multan, Sargodha, Gujranwala, Faisalabad, Bahawalpur, D G Khan, and Sahiwal, apart from the Punjab Board of Technical Education, Lahore, and the PEC. To investigate trends in private submissions in board exams, the records of the Board of Intermediate and Secondary Education (BISE), Gujranwala over 2 years were analyzed. The Gujranwala Board consists of six districts, namely Gujranwala, Gujrat, Hafizabad, Mandi Baha-ud-Din, Narowal, and Sialkot. In 2013, a total of 208,883 candidates sat the annual exam for 9 class for the Gujranwala board, of which 48,081 (29.90%) were private candidates (BISE Gujranwala, 2013) . Similarly, 240,088 students sat the annual exam for class 9 class in 2014, of which 54,263 (29.20%) were private candidates (BISE Gujranwala, 2014) . The overall pass rate for the science group was 39.18% and for the general group 36.89% in the annual class 9 class exam held in 2013. Remarkably, the pass rate for the private candidates in the general group was higher (37.42%) than that of the regular students (36.49%) in the same year. However, in the science group it remained at 20.26% for the private candidates and 40.11% for the regular students, respectively. It implies that regular students perform better in science subjects and private students in nonscience subjects. The overall pass rate for both regular and private candidates at the class 9 Gujranwala board was 38.9% in 2013. In this way, 61.1% students failed in class 9 in the Gujranwala board exams in 2013. The head teachers who were interviewed contended that the higher failure rate in class 9 discouraged students from completing their secondary education and therefore they often dropped out of school. They further reported that the students who failed in class 9 were not allowed to resit in the same class, rather they were forced to join class 10. They were required to reappear in the failed subjects of class 9 along with class 10 annual exams. These students, who already had weak academic backgrounds, could not cope with class 9 and 10 subjects altogether and thus often dropped out of school.
However, candidates who passed board exams privately challenge the dropout definition, the figures, and the differentiation between formal and nonformal schooling. The existing literature largely constitutes data from students dropping out within the formal school context. Nonetheless, there is evidence that a considerable number of students complete their secondary school certificate informally in Pakistan. The degrees issued by the boards have equal recognition in the job market, regardless of whether they are gained privately or through established institutions. The success of private candidates also brings into question national dropout statistics. On the one hand, the withdrawal of these students from public schools adds to the official dropout figures, but on the other hand these students successfully complete secondary school education, appearing as private candidates in board exams. This distinction challenges the overall dropout rate at national level and makes it more complicated. Some dropped out students complete the secondary school certificate the same as attending pupils do. This trend raises the question of whether the dropout phenomenon should be linked to withdrawal from formal schooling or to appearing in a board exam as a private candidate. Therefore, the definition of dropout needs to be revisited in Pakistan.
It is evident that sometimes school administration pushes underperforming students to drop out from school to keep the failure rate to a minimum. To overcome school tactics of discharging at-risk students from class 9, the government has recently imposed a nonpunishment and nonderegistration policy in public schools. The head teachers who were interviewed were of the view that this policy was also adding to the dropout problem. Trouble-making and habitual absentee pupils were not fearful of teachers; they simply took this policy for granted and thus frequently missed classes, remained absent from school for long periods, did not complete their homework and had no sense of accountability. The school administration could not take stern action against them and, as a result, they often failed in board exams and dropped out of school.
Fifty percent of male head teachers said they believed that most students and their parents associated schooling with employment prospects. Students' concept of education was somewhat different. They considered education less as a source of personality and character building and more as a tool for economic survival. They linked school completion with job prospects. Unemployment of educated people in the area discouraged some pupils to complete secondary school certificate.
CONCLUSION
This study has identified new factors in the reasons for pupil dropout in secondary schools in Pakistan, and some of these differ from the traditional push-and-pull theories, as described in previous studies. This new evidence develops dropout theories further.
Previous studies on school dropout have considered the problem from a supply-and-demand perspective (Hunt, 2008) and have identified push-out/pull-out factors in school dropout rates (Jordan, Lara, & McPartland, 1996) . Generally, demand factors are linked to individual and family characteristics, whereas supply factors are the external ones related to school and community. Similarly, push-out factors are associated with the school environment and pull-out factors ascribed to outside social pressures that conflict with educational objectives.
However, this study presents evidence that, along with push/pull and supply/demand factors, when the government policies put undue pressure on teachers and often do not coincide with the socio-cultural environment of school, children, parents and community; these factors can also contribute to the school dropout problem. Sometimes, adverse public policies also result in children dropping out of school. For example, government policies of introducing an English-medium syllabus, using teachers as community motivators during school time, putting teachers under unnecessary monitoring, demanding needless paperwork, linking promotion and increments with school results, and introducing capricious examination systems, not permitting class 9 failures to repeat the same class, are all contributing to the dropout problem at secondary level in rural Punjab. These policies are not only compromising the quality of education in Pakistan, but they also result in large number of students leaving school before they have finished their education. In addition, the easy promotion policy prevalent in primary and elementary school classes across Punjab may help to keep more children in school but it increases the dropout rate at secondary level.
Education is commonly considered a means to enhance societal and individual wellbeing, and it has been declared and acknowledged as a basic human right. The world has witnessed some significant improvements in school enrollments in the last 15 years (UIS, 2014) . Generally, the focus of national and international policies has remained on increasing the total school enrollment rate in the last decade, whereas the problem of school dropout has received less attention. Evidence from three main international educational treaties (The World Conference on Education for All, 1990; The Dakar World Education Forum, 2000; Millennium Development Goals, 2000) demonstrates that high dropout rates, scarcity of sources, overambitious targets, donors' inability to fulfil funding promises, a lack of political commitment and civil partnership, ineffective policies, and conflicts are the main obstacles in attaining Universal Primary Education targets. Because of these impediments, economically disadvantaged countries are unable to keep all their enrolled children in school. Furthermore, preventing dropout has not been a main policy driver in these treaties. For example, the Dakar Framework for Action sets some goals and strategies for achieving the objectives of Education for All, but no separate policy measure was suggested to prevent school dropout.
The telephone interview method does not feature in qualitative studies of school dropout, and this study is the first one to have used this method to understand the perspectives of head teachers regarding the school dropout problem at secondary level in a larger context by using multiple locations. Furthermore, the study confirms some traditional push-and-pull factors that are also highlighted in the existing literature school dropout. Additionally, it identifies that some public policies that do not match with the sociocultural environment of the community also exacerbate the dropout problem. Therefore, only socioculturally compatible policy interventions are useful to solve social problems like pupil dropout from school. Imposing an English medium syllabus on rural students presents a clear conflict or point of tension between the school and domestic environment. Moreover, a uniform examination system for all classes, allowing class 9 failures to repeat the same class, setting teachers free from nonteaching duties outside school, providing extra financial incentives to economically underprivileged students, improvement in the quality of teaching and the introduction of fresh graduates into the schooling system could all help to significantly reduce pupil dropout out from secondary school in rural areas of Punjab. Dropping out from school is a serious problem across all economically poor states and universal targets of secondary education for all cannot be met until the issue of school dropout becomes a focus for policy at local and international level.
